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Author’s Note

“Surely such are the dwellings of the wicked, and this is the place of him that knoweth not God.” Job 18:21

This is how it all began. This is where the house was built, the foundation laid and the walls nailed upward into a structure of lies, hatred, malice and evil. The ceilings covered the violence therein and the secret rooms begged to be painted over, sealed shut and forever hidden until the days of the wooing of the spirits of evil. For the specters could not last, they could not rest within their decorated tombs. 

For in the days of intrusion, when the innocent’s soul would feel the hunger and step forward onto the forbidden property, in those days the entity would open its eyes. It would wet its teeth with the anticipation of the fulfillment of the promise given to it so many years before. The promise penned in blood by the actions of the cursed owners, the builders and authors of the original deed. 

This is the revelation of the secrets of the dead, the answer to the question every piece of flesh asks within their heart. It is in these walls that the desires for blood, the needs for absolution through heroism and the infantile expressions are written, on the page and in the souls of the damned intruders. For during the days of residence the innocent become guilty, the weak become strong, the cowardly heroic and the liars fit to the slaughter. For the walls of bone and sinew must pump blood through its veins, red and black with age. 

And as the footsteps take the final journey upward into the attic and downward into the basement, the darkest secrets are revealed and absolution is given to those lucky enough to understand the destination of the journey...
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Foreword
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When I was seventeen we moved into a house of note, in the sophisticated backwoods of a “better part” of Arkansas. The elegant wood walls held the light of windows from heaven. The skylights, as they were, bathed the living room with sufficient light to hide the darkness beneath the floor. Moving from that room into the kitchen, with its regal appointments and then, into the upstairs master bedroom and Jacuzzi-clad bathroom, finished the illuminated journey.

Yet, the way downward was the path of note. There was carpet and dark and damp. First, on the right, was the door to the furnace room, with a massive, devouring cavern of iron teeth, waiting for its daily dose of wooden sacrifices. Then, a smaller bedroom, bathroom and a final, darker corner sleeping area. It was here I slept the years of my college life, rather than a dormitory appointment. The demon of the house was a more familiar roommate, a more intimate associate to my pain.

Paralyzed with terror my limbs froze during the night hours as the masked intruder approached my body and wrapped its cold, blackly shrouded hands around my neck. Time and time again I opened my eyes to see the night realm held in place as the black mass undulated towards me, carrying its undisclosed intentions. There was even a day the presence moved freely during the light hours, a daring feat for the ruler of the darkness. It did not desire companionship, or conversation, only to rip the flesh of my soul. And I obliged with the scarred offering of a self-inflicted injury to my body. Herein are my credentials for pages you will read. 
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Dedication
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For Dad, who got to see my redesigned cover before he passed. It brought a twinkle to his eye.

For Mom, who had preceded Dad in death by 9 years and found him in the beyond.

For Elizabeth, my sister, who suffered according to her path in life, as we all do, by degrees.

For Nicholas, my publisher, who lost as much as me, and yet continued.
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The Past Devoureth Forward

Michael sat in the cold, mostly empty room. The wooden chair beneath him seemed more uncomfortable that it should have been. A young woman entered the room and shut the door. Michael saw the familiar, but stern face. No words were exchanged as the woman approached an ancient 16mm projector further from his chair. She silently loaded a rusty reel of film and flipped the switch.

The image was grainy. Occasional pops and hisses spread outward across the expanse of the visual experience afforded to the young couple as Sarah took her seat next to Michael. They saw the black and white forest reaching beyond a clearing. The film jumped forward and five cloaked figures emerged from beyond the trees. One figure had an armful of dried twigs. Another had old clothing, what appeared to be a flannel shirt and jeans. Dark stains patterned the clothes but the grainy image would not reveal the true nature of the stains. The figure released his armload of small branches into a pile in the center of the clearing. The other shape carefully placed the clothes atop the pile.

A third figure briefly disappeared from the scene and then quickly reappeared holding a lit torch. The film jumped again and a different view of the clearing afforded its opposing angle.
A pentagram hung from a boundary tree by one of its five points. The film bubbled into obscurity as the flames rose from the center pile against the symbol. Sarah leaned over and whispered into Michael’s ear. “That’s all we have.”
Michael stood resolutely. “Well, we find more, tomorrow.”

As Michael walked toward the door Sarah couldn’t help but wonder if this was the last time she would see him clearly, in the light of a hopeful venture, unbloodied by the coming curse.

Journey Within

The jeep was still wet from early morning dew as Michael started the video recording on his phone. The driver’s door opening revealed a clean front seat. The passenger seat held a backpack and another figure whose torso afforded the show. Michael began the documentary. “This is the inside of my new jeep. It was a college graduation gift. The boys would approve. However, we won’t have any other passengers for this trip, not where we’re going.”

Sarah sat in the passenger’s seat and waved to the camera. “Hi everyone!”

She reached down into her pants pocket, pulled out her phone and started recording. “Let’s do this.”

Sarah pointed her phone at Michael as he pulled the jeep out of the driveway and moved down the paved country road. Michael briefly addressed the opening minutes of their adventure. “You can shoot the intro. Then we’ll go black until we get there.”

There was a taut, excited silence while they moved down the road. Then, Michael spoke as he navigated. “We are headed to a forest outside of town. Most of it is private property. But I found a legal way in.”

He took a sharp turn in the road and continued the narrative. “Over the years there have been many unconfirmed reports of a witch coven living in a cave somewhere out there. I don’t really believe in witches. But there have been a lot of strange stories coming from this place. One old man told us they even practiced human sacrifice several decades ago.”

Heaviness began to settle on the shoulders of the eager adventurers as they continued the trip. Sarah could feel the unnatural weight, the black, unknown siren call to the foolish. She decided to cut through the tension. “Are you gonna’ mention—?”

Michael tried to interject. He seemed to be choking on a hidden impediment. Finally, he pushed the words outward. “The images on the evidence reel were old. We saw what appeared to be cloaked men burning clothes in the middle of the forest. Their faces were obscured and the growth has changed so much there is no way to locate this place. But—”

Sarah interjected. “But there was a report of a prominent city councilman disappearing in the woods in the sixties. He had ties to the occult. But this only emerged after his supposed abduction. The man was previously known to go hunting and was even nicknamed ‘the flannel man’ because of the clothing he wore to connect to the public.”

Michael interjected. “So we decided to check it out. I just really want to catch something on film. Probably not for money, but, hey, it’s a start. And, who knows? Maybe YouTube will trend it.”

Up ahead, a side road became visible. Michael navigated toward the opening. “Here we go.”

He took the narrow road and continued the narrative. “In about twenty minutes we are going to take this baby off road completely and check a couple unconfirmed routes to the cave. We can start there and work backwards. Hopefully find old paths to the sacrifice sites.”

The late and dying winter season had surprised them leaving its entrails spilled outward among the trees. Sarah eyed the woods. “Are you sure we can get in? The snow is pretty deep.”

Michael was confident. “This rig can take it. Besides, this should be the best time to catch the witches off guard.”

Sarah was disturbed. “You don’t think we’ll actually see something, do you?”

Michael’s words fell short. He was more tired then he expected, especially this early in the chase. It was as if he was again trapped in the classroom while the teacher droned on about mechanics and physics. College had afforded him a diploma. But he was as beautifully lost as this venture would surely prove in its value. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

Sarah continued to film for several more minutes while they drove in silence. The once green landscape had been laid bare by the harsh winter. Large trees, nearby hills and valleys had the wretched, freezing white coat provided by the blind owner of the land, a man who was utterly uninterested in Nature’s warmth and well-being. Sarah started to feel a queasiness rising. “Michael, I’m startin’ to get a little woozy.”

Michael turned his eyes away from the path briefly. “Turn it off baby.”

Sarah reluctantly complied as Michael pulled off the road and took a barely discernible route into thick woods. The snow was heavier here. The best efforts of the dying winter were evident among the wooden pillars. It was as if hidden treasure had taken extra steps to ensure its cold cover. Michael maneuvered the vehicle. “Ok. I think this is the way in.”

The vehicle jolted upward against the hidden slippery rocks beneath. The route was long and rough, torturous to a fault to those who dared be this epically foolish and mischievous. Many times explorers would break down in the quiet solitude and sit on the hood of their wounded vehicle wondering just how long they could linger before Mother Nature came calling or the mother of the house felt the gnawing hunger for blood and flesh. Michael felt every hidden bump. His bones had grown weary too early. Then, without any warning, he slammed on the brakes. Sarah’s face went white, chasing the cold hue of the cover surrounding their newly found tomb.

“Oh My God.”

A Little Girl

Just ahead, in the darkness of the forest, several nooses were hanging from the tree branches of a large oak tree. The structure of wood was surprisingly bare against its surroundings. It was, in fact, a condition that spread beyond the tree’s roots, as if the infection was attempting to take away the only clothing afforded by the season’s harsh offerings. Sarah bolted from the jeep. Michael called after her. “Wait!”

Sarah’s footsteps sloshed through a receding patch of late winter snow. Michael followed. His feet touched the bare ground surrounding the tree just as Sarah approached the nooses. She looked upward to a surprisingly dry rope. The twisted strands looked new, as if the suicidal eye had just prepared the killing device. Sarah shuttered, “Jesus.”

Suddenly, rustling penetrated Sarah’s senses. She turned back and forth, looking for the source of the sound. “Hello?”

Stark silence answered. Michael caught up to her. “Let’s go. We need to get back on track.”

Sarah’s eyes flashed momentary anger. “Give me a minute. I want to film this.”

Michael was insistent. “I’m not leaving you out here alone. The ropes are fresh. I have no idea who’s watching us.”

Sarah responded in the manner Michael hoped he wouldn’t have to hear. “You’re scaring it.”

Michael mirrored Sarah’s anger. “Let’s not play psychic again.”

Sarah turned her back. “Just walk away from me. I want to catch it on film.”

Michael knew he couldn’t win this argument. He turned back toward the jeep. His words fell flat against the cold. “Hurry.”

The silence of the forest held Sarah for some time. She slowly scanned her surroundings, stepping forward and away from the hanging tree, deeper into confusion. The embrace of shivering fear called out to her with the alluring silent chant of death. Then, her phone caught the figure of a little girl. Sarah gasped a greeting. “Hello?”

She approached the forest specter. “What are you doing here?”

The child looked up to Sarah and smiled. Her words echoed into Sarah’s soul, drawing out pain. “We hung ourselves with daddy’s new rope... It was in the shed.”

The little girl looked to her right. “We found his bones beyond the fog, some distance from here... They were stripped clean.”

Sarah was unable to speak as the child continued. “As the ropes tightened we saw the catacombs ahead, the labyrinth of the tombs, waiting...waiting to accept our rest, waiting to hold our souls in quiet confusion...in a payment for the future.”

Suddenly, the girl was gone. Sarah was alone in the woods. She rallied her senses and retreated so quickly the forest floor could barely hold her steps. Michael stared at her with angered worry as the jeep door closed. “Are you alright? What did you see?”

Sarah looked straight ahead with a cold calm. “Just drive. It’s not worth talking about.”

The jeep jolted and sloshed against the filthy forest floor, nearly getting stuck several times as they moved forward in silence. As Michael pulled out of yet another rut, Sarah muttered nearly unintelligible words. “Born 570 B.C.... Died 495 B.C....”

The jeep took another pounding as the words continued to exit Sarah’s lips. “The square is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides...”

Michael understood the process and yet questioned his senses. “What?”

“You know I mutter when I’m nervous.”

Michael had an unusual ability to laugh heartily in the most awkward of circumstances. He expressed himself and asked the question. “History again?”

Sarah weakly reflected him. “It calms me.”

Michael continued in the vein. “Who’s on tap today?”

“Pythagoras.”

“Ok.”

“You know his life was mostly a myth, right?”

The jeep jolted forward over a large rock, briefly interrupting the conversation. Michael was surprised. “What are you talking about?”

“The Pythagorean theorem, we don’t even know if he invented it.”

“Why are you picking on the ancient Greeks?”

Sarah managed to match Michael’s oddly jocular attitude. “Because it’s going to take a mathematical genius to get us back out of here.”

Michael was suddenly solemn. “Very funny.”

They approached and rounded a curve in the mountain path. Sarah filmed as they clawed forward, careful to focus on what caught her eye. Michael broke the upward trek of silence. “There’s something troubling me about the film.”

Sarah turned toward Michael while keeping the camera pointing outward. “What?”

“The pentagram.”

“What about it?”

“It didn’t look right.”

“It looked right to me.”

Michael navigated around yet another rocky bend in the path. The continual pounding against the vehicle’s frame jolted Sarah’s senses into enlightenment. “Actually, you’re right. It was the way it was hanging.”

“How so?”

“It was pointing upward as a star would.”

“What do you mean?”

Sarah clarified the situation. “I mean it was a pentad. It’s what happens when you connect each point inside of a pentagon.”

“Ok. I don’t get it.”

“It’s probably just a fluke. But a pentagram is oriented differently, with the final point holding the beard of the goat, leaving the other four for the ears and horns... I don’t remember much from that day in class. I borrowed someone else’s notes because I was sick. He wasn’t very thorough. But as I can recall, there are five elements from the earthly realms that the pentad corresponds to. But, for some reason, I can’t remember what they are.”

Fog

A thick fog bank hung in the trees obscuring the path forward. Michael leaned toward the glass of the windshield. He could feel the cold entering past the crystal barrier. “This isn’t good.”

“Can we go around it?”

“It’s everywhere. I’ll just have to take it slow.”

Sarah filmed as the jeep entered the fog bank. There was barely any ground visible ahead of the vehicle. As the jeep moved forward Sarah decided to put on her head phones to better monitor the journey. Her ears strained against the sudden emergence of strange chirping and creaking sounds emanating from within the fog. “I don’t like this at all Michael. Something’s very wrong out here.”

Michael slammed the brakes. “Shit!”

A large oak tree stood just a couple feet from the jeep’s bumper. Sarah pulled her headphones free. “That was close!”

Michael put the jeep in reverse. The tires spun against the deepening white slush and mud. “It’s stuck.”

“How is that possible? Don’t you have the 4WD turned on?”

“Must be some deep mud under the snow.”

Michael put the jeep in 4WD Low and rocked the vehicle back and forth between drive and reverse. Finally, he turned off the jeep. “I’m gonna’ check the wheels. Stay here.”

“Ok. Be careful.”

Michael exited and slammed the door shut. Almost immediately Sarah ignored Michael’s warning and carefully stepped down out of the vehicle into the wet mess. Michael was oblivious to Sarah’s filming venture as he slowly circled the jeep carefully checking each tire. As Sarah scanned the cold desolation before them she thought she caught something in the corner of her phone’s lens. It was as if the little girl was dancing beyond her mind’s eye, playfully pricking the barrier between conscious reality and the bloody spectral unknown, careful to keep the wounds minimal and preserve the body’s life until the end. But the disturbance was gone too quickly and Sarah was alone. She decided to retreat.

Michael entered the jeep just as Sarah was trying to review the footage. His face bore consternation. “I don’t get it. I don’t think we’re deep enough to be stuck.”

Sarah put down the phone, passing the confusing blurry frames into her mind’s recesses. “Now what?” 

Michael motioned toward Sarah. “Hand me your phone. I’m gonna’ film. Maybe we can salvage something from this trip. And I’d rather conserve at least one of our batteries.”

Sarah complied with no mention of the child and not a whisper of the chilling words she spoke in the quiet of the nooses just a few painful eternal moments earlier. As Michael stepped away into the foggy confusion he could see the jeep covered with mud and snow, the tires sunk into the black earth. Sarah could see Michael slipping into the darkening fog. She watched as he moved with cautious steps toward the danger she knew awaited him. Sarah could feel her breath tightening within her chest. Finally, her conscience powered down the window. “You shouldn’t go out there. She’s there.”

Michael felt a stab of fear and a little betrayal. “What are you talking about?”

Sarah backtracked into the images she had hidden. “The little ghost girl I filmed. She’s out there with the bones.”

Michael was angry. “Why didn’t you tell me?

Sarah confessed. “I wanted to keep going. I wanted to see what we found. Now I’m scared. We’re gonna’ get lost.”

Michael directed the situation. “Turn the fog lights on. I won’t be gone for more than 10 minutes.”

Sarah powered up the window and tried to calm her breathing. She reached over into the driver’s position, straining for the switch. The fog lights came on, penetrating into the evening fog. Michael saw his pathway forward along the undulating beams of milky white ahead of the vehicle. He walked into the dark snowy surroundings. Fog was thick everywhere as Michael’s feet sloshed and crunched against the wet, blackening earth. He made a circle, filming trees, rocks and brush. Nothing was beyond the ordinary horrors of a witch’s forest. The twisting branches and strange emanations only pulled at his childish fears. There was no terror for men here.

Suddenly, his lens saw something in the snow and mud. “What?”

Michael reached down and pulled a partly-covered, small camera from the ground. “Looks like I found something.”
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Dark Findings

Sarah looked at the surprisingly clean camera. “Where’d you find it?”

“Buried in the snow. I guess someone dropped it.”

“Looks like it’s waterproof. It might still work.”

Sarah reached into the glove compartment for a USB adapter and plugged the camera into the cigarette lighter. The small LCD screen began to glow. She pushed play.

A woman spoke. She was dirty, her face spattered with mud. It was difficult in the dusk of her twilight to determine the color of the woman’s hair – maybe blonde, maybe not. She spoke with a hurried, scared, excited voice. “Video File #14, February 12th: I believe I’ve found the witches’ coven. It was no easy trick finding the cave.”

The woman pointed her camera forward toward the large cave opening in front of her.  The spot of a powerful flashlight began to dance on the cave walls as she slowly entered.

Room by room the cave revealed its twisted pathway downward. Then the woman stopped and pointed out strange symbols written in chalk on the cave walls. Her shaky, echoed voice explained. “This is Theban. It is supposedly the language of witchcraft, dating back to the 16th century. Although, the root source of the word goes back to ancient Greece before the city of Thebes fell, centuries before the birth of Christ.”

Suddenly, the screen went black. The lights in the jeep went out, leaving Sarah and Michael in the penetrating cold darkness of the witch’s realms. Sarah tried to avoid the obvious. “Is the battery dead?”

“Shouldn’t be. The fog lights have only been on for about 20 minutes.”

Beyond the glass of the windshield, ghostly, dim illumination hung in the fog around the trees. Michael steadied himself. “I’ll check.”

Sarah filmed as the hood of the jeep went up and Michael began his investigation. Sarah opened her door. “What’s wrong?”

Michael ceased pulling at a wire. “I can’t find anything wrong.”

Sarah pulled back into the jeep and watched the open hood. After a few more minutes of vague noises Michael slammed the hood shut. Sarah’s heart stopped within her chest. Standing to Michael’s right was a cloaked figure with a face blackened from view. Sarah yelped as Michael slowly turned to the intruder. “What the—?”

With unnatural swiftness the cloaked figure seized Michael’s throat. He gasped as the air was crushed from his windpipe. Sarah was frozen with fear. “Stop it! You’re killing him!!”

Then the cloaked man put his other arm up, palm outward, facing the windshield. The lights in the jeep began to flicker wildly on and off. Sarah winced as shrill audio shrieked from the phone she had dropped to the floor. The found camera began to growl and hum in a bipolar harmony with Sarah’s phone. Michael’s arms flailed against the impossible grip of the demigod. Strange electrical static buzzing flashed upward and Sarah diverted her eyes to the psychotic devices on the floorboard. The electronics flickered in and out and went black completely. Sarah passed out.
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The woman’s eyes were wet with tears. She couldn’t see through the fog of pain and anguish. Hands reached feebly forward, trying to determine a direction, trying to gain a hold. Was she safe? Did the forces leave her intact? Sarah wiped her face and pulled herself upward, using the dashboard as an emergency lifeline in the rising storm of black magic that had overtaken her. She strained her eyes into the blackness beyond the passenger door glass until the catlike instincts took in enough light to determine the dim hell she had been so mercifully left in. Sarah spoke to her only companion, hoping its steel walls would protect and listen. “I, I must’ve blacked out... I think it’s been a couple hours... I don’t know where Michael is... I think a witch took him. Oh God, they’re going to sacrifice him!”

Sarah took another frantic look into the veiled, cloaked darkness. “They’re gonna’ cut him into pieces!”

Suddenly, a metallic banging assaulted the outside of the jeep. Sarah quickly reached for the door locks. They did not respond. “Shit! Shit!”

The banging grew louder as if something was testing the limits of the metal, trying to determine the best way to puncture the tough skin and feast on the organs within. The sound was deafening as the woman screamed outward towards the invisible hand. “What do you want!?”

The banging stopped.  There was no indication of the entity, only fog and trees.”

Sarah gasped. “I can’t take this!”

She grabbed hold of the armrest nearby, trying to grip her reality. She forced her lungs to take in deep, slow breaths. “Ok Sarah. Just breathe.”

After several perceived centuries of forced, panicked calm Sarah reached down to the floor board. The found camera was still beside her device. Her hand changed direction. “There’s probably a little power in this.”

Sarah pushed play hoping that the black magic of the witches’ touch had given a little life to the device. The woman began to faintly glow. Her dirty, huddled form clung to the back of a rock formation against the cave wall. She whispered her terrified words toward Sarah. “This is Video File #15: I have managed to track one of the witches. I will now attempt to observe their rituals.”

The woman slowly lifted her camera above the rock. A large room surrounded six figures in long black cloaks standing around something suspended about six feet above the cave floor. Torches were jammed into the ground around the figures. The hands were clasped together under the cloaks, forming the ring of dark fellowship. Then one of the figures stepped forward and lit the object they are standing around. A large pentagram of tightly twisted, thick straw blazed into view, illuminating faces of the chosen. Men and women, young and old adored the burning, tortured symbol.

Then one of the men turned. The woman shuttered the words. “They’ve spotted me.” The woman slipped to her feet diving into the desperate twists and turns of the catacombs, allowing the darkness to propel her forward. Her flashlight attempted to punch a clear path through the choking darkness. Finally she burst out into a moonlit forest. Her foot steps pushed forward, gaining strides and confidence. Suddenly, a scream echoed into the woods and the camera fell to the ground. Another scream yelped outward, flesh twisted and bones cracked. Blood gurgled gracefully out of view. The image flickered and blacked out.

The camera would no longer respond. Sarah threw it to the floor. “Shit!”

A loud scratching sound clawed its way across the jeep. The sudden assault was almost military in its precision, metal on metal, or the hardened demonic bones of an undead monster preparing to flay the cocoon and eat the child within. Sarah saw nothing. “Stop it! Stop it!!”

The black entity obeyed, perhaps out of mercy or sport. Sarah burst out of the jeep and bolted through the woods. 

––––––––
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House of Darkness

The woods were completely covered in darkness. As Sarah ran owl hoots were now the only sounds she heard beyond her panicked footprints. The woods seemed to be reaching out to her with the bony, starving arms scratching her face, leaving bloody reminders of their hidden intentions. Sarah hoped that at any moment Michael would embrace her shivering body, stepping in front of her fevered flight, catching the last bits of sanity she possessed before they were spent on the journey to the grave.

Then, Sarah found herself at the entrance to a cave. The dark opening towered above her tiny form, beckoning with the ominous silence of the end. Sarah was frozen with fear. And then, in the still darkness of the night, she could faintly see an outline of a figure. One foot went before the other as the woman moved forward, barely conscious of her actions. Michael was standing before the entrance to the cave, covered with blood. Sarah let out a scream. “Michael!”

Michael coughed blood and tilted his head downward, watching as the red liquid cut paths upon his body. He looked into Sarah’s eyes. “Listen to me.”

Sarah got very close to Michael as he whispered the words. “Pythagoras’ descendants live within this cave. They are the original creators of the pentagram...”

Sarah let this information absorb into her mind, and reach downward into her sinking soul. Michael continued. “It was once a symbol of human enlightenment, with the five points focused unto the divine, holy elements... Earth, Fire, Water, Air and...”

Michael paused as an owl hoot pierced the darkness. The sound echoed into the cave as if the black entity was attempting to suck life into its void. The man continued. “And Idea... Once man’s ideas reached upward to the heavenly places, so much so that he could have been thought to be a reflection of the Divine himself... But, something went wrong...”

Michael looked around fearfully. “Here, in this isolation, within the darkness, what was once enlightenment became night... What once pointed to the kindness of the leaves and flowers, the beauty of nature, the pentad, the ancient symbol of Greek enlightenment...pointed to the darkness of the catacombs.”

Michael coughed blood again as Sarah tried to wipe it from his face. “Can I do anything for you?”

Michael began to back away, letting the cave’s darkness obscure his form. “They’ve already taken my heart.”

Sarah gasped as Michael unlocked the riddle. “It is held within the labyrinth of their black magic... The pentad, the five-pointed symbol of light, has turned downward into the pentagram... The once understanding thoughts of man have changed from a hunger for truth and logic...to the hunger for flesh.”

Michael exhaled fully and faded into the darkness. Sarah cried out after him. “Michael! No! Please don’t leave me!”

Only deathly silence answered the woman’s pleading. Sarah cried in the darkness of the night. Suddenly, she heard rustling in the woods behind her. Sarah bolted into the towering entrance of the cave. Ahead, the cave tunnel narrowed and stretched into absolute darkness. Sarah could feel the cold begin to wrap around her flesh, inviting and chilling her bones. She reached toward her pocket for a small tactical flashlight she had carried for as long as she could remember. It had saved her life, blinding an attacker during a long jog. The light had become an extension, another appendage, hanging limply during this journey, until now. Sarah activated the light and slowly advanced forward. Her breath echoed within the darkness of the surrounding stone. 

Bloody Descent

Sarah continued forward for longer than she could remember. She was descending downward, into the leaching blackness of the forgotten souls. She could feel her identity slipping from her body as the hands of the underworld pulled, loosening the mortal tethers. Then, suddenly, she heard an echoing growl reverberating with violent volume within the stone tomb. It seemed to attack the very structure of the cave. 

Sarah jolted forward again, propelling herself deeper into the catacombs. Something struck her foot and she fell. The flashlight left her hands, seeking the curiosities that lay near her bleeding head. Half of a rib cage lay before Sarah’s panicked eyes. She clenched her mouth with a quick hand, screaming with gasping stutters. After bone shaking moments, Sarah pushed herself upward, taking the flashlight from its fixed position. She scanned the dirt of the cave floor. “It’s their feeding grounds!”

The beam of light burned forward, cutting past stripped skeletons, completely devoid of their fleshly clothing. Some were bleached with age, others barely beyond the life of the taken soul, still baring faint marks of red. And, then, within the hall of illuminated horrors, in the darkness of the stone, the little girl’s voice cut towards her. Sarah held her breath and listened to the child’s prophecy:

“Those who escaped the forest were drawn into the cave. The playful dare of exploration...the fevered desire to embrace fear and life, pulled them inward to a final feasting. The whispers of the dead called to their ears and drew blood from their souls... And while they stood in the dark confusion, trembling before the final blows, they felt the curious wetness trickling downward across their neck and chest. They bled from their ears from the ravenous confusion of the grave and bled from their bones to feed the hidden malice.”

The echoes of the child faded into oblivion. Sarah screamed at the darkness. “Show yourself!”

Bone tapped against stone. Sarah slowly scanned the stone walls further away, revealing only cold, wet rock. Suddenly, in the deep darkness, the edge of the flashlight beam caught the ending of the wall. A leathery hand reached around from behind the stone. The nails of the hand were long and razor-tipped, the skin dark and mapped with veins reflecting the heart of another kind of beast. Sarah was brilliant in her observation. “Uh oh.”

The woman slowly backed away into another channel of the cave. She ran from the feeding grounds as deep growling reverberated against the stone all around her. Frantic breathing propelled her forward through the expanse of the cave, desperately toward a way out. Claws cut against the walls behind her signaling the symphony of the impending feast. Sarah briefly stopped. There was suddenly no sound. She looked upward, straining toward a now high stone ceiling. Bat movement crawled beyond the perceived boundaries of her senses, and the now dimming flashlight. Sarah quickly adjusted the lumens downward, trying to keep the torch alive long enough for her escape. She spoke in a terrified whisper. “Oh God.”

Sarah walked forward as the wings rustled above. Drips fell from beyond her senses prompting the instinct to wipe the filth from clothes yet unbloodied by the hunger of the cave. Beyond, the tomb beckoned with yet another tunnel. She suddenly propelled forward again, desperately lacking the understanding of the direction of her feet. The corridor seemed to stretch on forever into blackness as she moved. Suddenly, a flicker of light caught her eye. Sarah ran toward the light. “Please, please.”

Sarah stopped in her tracks. She was standing before a torch jammed into the cave floor. The crackle of the flame against wood, bark and cloth painted the cold wall. The flames began to hypnotically call to her. Sarah slowly approached and observed the flickering against the nearby stone. In a far corner a small opening beckoned, leading back into darkness. She took a step forward. Her foot caught something in the darkness. Sarah illuminated a coffin. The words to express the horror escaped her mind. It was as if a robotic nature descended upon Sarah’s soul as she bent down to the coffin and caressed the wood. Sara looked at the scarred, worn structure with the cold detachment of a dying light, once gasping, now resigning to its darkening fate. 

Suddenly, a thump sounded from within the wood. Sarah’s chilling blood froze to a stop within her veins. A pattern of mock Morse code thumped again and again, fighting the inevitable event. Michael’s voice was heard from beneath the frame. Sarah yelped. “Michael!”

Hands frantically pulled at the lid of the coffin. “Hold on!”

A massive roar echoed from a nearby catacomb. Sarah turned frantically toward the opening she emerged from. Something was coming, clawing, ripping into the cave walls. She turned back to the coffin, looking beyond the memorial to stripped, long-dried bones. Her hand found the femur of a man forgotten and swung down hard against the rusted iron hinges of the coffin. They started to come loose. Finally, the lid fell to one side. Sarah pulled and Michael bolted upward struggling to catch his breath. His clothes were muddy but there was no blood.
The approaching beast roared again. Michael pushed out of the coffin. “Let’s go.”
Sarah and Michael entered a small passage way. The walls began to choke as they crawled forward. Mud deepened, rising, swallowing Sarah’s hands, chewing upward toward the elbows, hindering her flight. Michael’s words were unnaturally calm. “It can’t follow us in here... It is the accumulation of their evil, the very personification of the hunger of those lost in the darkness... The teeth of the animal mark the beast within, always ravenous and unfulfilled. The claws hold the blood-covered souls as the tethers of their sanity fall into shreds among the scaled, bony fingers of the bear.”

The pathway turned sharply. They barely made it through. Sarah gasped out the words, trying to wince through the pain. “I saw you out there, in the woods.”

Michael elaborated with his observations fresh from the premature grave. “This place seems to hold the souls and reflect their torment. Luckily you found me before I expired.”

Suddenly, the passage gave way into another large room. Sarah prayed out loud, trying to catch her whisper. “Dear God.”

The room was covered with coffins. Michael put his hand over her mouth, giving the faintest warning. “This is their refrigerator. The meat is kept until it is tender and desired.”

Sarah ignored the breath of the words and slowly approached one of the coffins. There was a pentagram drawn in jagged blood on the coffin. Instantly the bubbled, dying film strip flashed in Sarah’s mind. The pentad, the five-pointed symbol of Greek enlightenment, now pointed downward into the shape of the bearded animal. The chained beast of Satan’s desires had now taken its place, marking the rotted bounty within, sealing the fate of its image. Sarah reached for a corner of the coffin. Michael pleaded. “Don’t, please. You don’t want to see
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